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Calisthenics style grip work - "cheat sheets" 

Any athlete dependent on upper body strength needs to concern themselves with 
strength, health, and joint integrity in the shoulders, elbows, and hands. Also, a chain is only 
as strong as its weakest link, and in many modern athletes, this link is commonly grip 
strength. I will list exercises for the wrists and forearms that athletes, especially gymnasts, can 
focus on to help improve their performance and prevent injury. The approach used is 
minimalist and calisthenics oriented. Special equipment, expensive but useless gadgets, and 
complex training programs aren't required. 
Below is all that you need: 

1. Your own bodyweight - With some creativity and just your own bodyweight, you can design 
your own workout basically no matter where you are 

2. Something to hang from - pullup bar, handrails at a public park, monkey bars, tree, etc. 

3. Towels - may be used to increase the thickness of the bar, or looped over it and gripped, etc. 

4. Thick bars - these really work the grip! As noted above, a towel may be used, or one may 
find a thick bar in say, a public park or some gyms. 

5. Simple, progressive techniques - no fancy, hard to learn exercises. 

List of exercises on the next page 
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Exercise List 

Warmups - 
Joint circling 

Aikido and gymnastics stretches for the wrists 

Eagle claw - stretch out your fingers, ball them up into a fist, and repeat at least several more 
times to help warm up the hands 

Grip work exercises - 

Make sure that trainees new to training the extremities (hands / forearms, neck, calves) only 
practice these exercises once a week at first. Caution is strongly advised. The hands and wrists 
contain many small joints that can easily be over-trained to injury. Progression should be slow 
and steady compared to training the larger muscle groups. 

Hang grip work progression - tougheners (intensity variables) specific to this progression 
include adding hang time, using one or more towels in various ways, using less fingers, and 
explosive grip work. Making use of tougheners helps you find "hidden steps" between 
exercises in a designated progression. Here are a few uses of towels that make for some 
intense tougheners: 

1. Wrap a towel around the bar to make it an "improvised thick bar" 

2. Loop a towel over the bar and: 

a. Grip around the towel with one hand while the other hand holds onto the bar 

b. Grip a side of the towel with one hand and the opposite side with the other hand 

c. Grip around the towel with both hands (one hand above the other) - hold for time, switch 
hand positions and repeat 

3. Fold the towel once then loop it over the bar to double the towel's thickness 

4. Loop two towels over the bar and grip one in each hand 

5. Build up to using one hand to hang from a single towel looped over the bar 

Pullups using towels and/or thick bars - design your own progressions. Explore the previous 
tougheners as well as tougheners for other pullup progressions. 

Progressions for finger tip holds / pushups and wrist holds / pushups - for balanced strength 
in the muscles and joints of the lower arms. 
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Just for the sake of completeness 

Teens and adults may engage in these types of training if they want or need to take the 
training of their extremities a step further. This list isn't strictly calisthenics. The general idea 
is old fashioned hard work! 
Rope climbing 
Rice bucket exercises 
Wrist roller work 
Sandbag training 
Sled dragging 

Farmer's walk (using kettlebells, sandbags, barbells, etc.) 

Strongman and/or karate style training with found objects (hammers, anvils, ceramic jars) 
Improvised gear (make a barbell out of a pipe or bar with a cement filled can or bucket on 
each end; make your own wrist roller out of a wooden dowel rod, swivel hook, chain, and 
weight plates or sandbag; etc.) 

Manual labor (farm work, carpentry, steel mill work, blacksmithing, etc.) 
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